Scottish essayist and poet James Beattie's fictional parody, 'The Castle of Scepticism: A Vision' (1767), maligns David Hume's sceptical philosophy by re-casting it as Gothic romance.
1 Beattie's unnamed narrator recounts his visit in a dream to Hume's Castle of Scepticism, a haunting fortress in which absurdity passes for wisdom, paranoia reigns, and darkness, madness and the threat of violence hang heavily over all. At the story's climax, divine intervention brings Hume to his knees, where he recites the Apostles' Creed ('I believe …'), breaking scepticism's spell and returning the narrator to the real world. Equating scepticism with Gothic romance allows Beattie simultaneously to ridicule scepticism by association with a literary genre infamous for its absurdities, while borrowing from Gothic romance's arsenal of terrifying effects to highlight scepticism's dangerousness.
Critics have suggested various castles, both literary and real, which may have inspired Beattie's composition.
2 However, they have neglected two obvious candidates: Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto (1764) and Hume's own works. Thomas Reid's characterisation, cited above, of the Humean mind as 'an inchanted castle' haunted by spectres and apparitions, takes its cue from Hume himself. 3 In both A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-1740) and An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding Sceptical Philosophy as Gothic Romance 153 (1748), the phrase 'enchanted castle' denotes a weak kind of belief associated with 'romance' as opposed to 'true history'. 4 However, within Hume's own epistemology, in which belief in matters of fact and belief in fictions cannot be categorically distinguished, nothing escapes romance's haunting effects, not even Hume's own scepticism. 5 As this essay will show, Hume characterises not just belief in fictions, but belief in matters of fact, and even scepticism itself, in terms of romance's apparitional effects. Ultimately, then, it is Hume who dictates the terms of Beattie's critique.
Beattie contends that both scepticism and Gothic romance present appearances as deceptive, and claim to unveil sublime truths to which others are blind. In levelling this critique in 1767, it would have been natural for Beattie to identify Hume and Walpole; in 1766 Jean-Jacques Rousseau (whom Beattie admired) accused Hume and Walpole of being 'complicit in an insidious plot to undermine him'.
6 Beattie realises that exposing Hume's 'optimistic' philosophy as Gothic nightmare risks falling into the same hyperbole of which he accuses scepticism and Gothic romance. The 'Castle' therefore strenuously avoids making rash claims for the validity of its own sublime vision and uses parody to ironically detach itself from its own Gothic and sublime effects. However, Beattie's strategies for distancing himself from scepticism and Gothic romance in fact bring him ever closer to them, in an uncanny movement evocative of Sigmund Freud's description of walking away from a narrow street only to find himself back in the same place. Beattie's distancing devices draw him closer to scepticism and Gothic romance because the two are linked, not by their shared rapt conviction in sublime visions, but by their own use of estranging devices to distance readers from their sublime visions. In other words, both discourses engage in self-critique. With reference to both Hume's Treatise, and Walpole's Otranto, invoked here as emblematic of Gothic romance more generally, this essay argues that Beattie rightly equates Humean scepticism and Gothic romance, but for the wrong reasons. Humean scepticism and Gothic romance are doppelgängers because, where Gothic romance's literary effects underwrite Hume's scepticism, a sceptical epistemology underwrites Otranto's Gothic romance. The 'Castle' enacts, then, an uncanny circular trajectory in which distancing oneself only brings one closer to the object one flees. This is the same circular trajectory that Gothic romance so often describes, in which characters frequently engage in futile attempts to escape the castles that entrap them. If E. H. King is right in supposing that Beattie writes the 'Castle' because of his 'need to escape' from his philosophical labours, the vexing question remains of why Beattie employs a discursive mode
